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CONCERNING  THE  SOURCES  OF  INFECTION  IN 

CASES  OF  VENEREAL  DISEASES  IN  THE 
CITY  OF  NEW  YORK. 

By  Frederick  Bierhoff,  M.  D., 

New  York. 

In  view  of  the  storm  of  protest,  which  the 
passage  of  the  new  law  providing  for  the  medical 
examination  of  prostitutes,  after  conviction,  has 
aroused  in  certain  circles  in  this  city,  it  may  not  be 
amiss  to  draw  attention  to  the  very  active  part 
played,  by  these  individuals,  in  the  dissemination  of 
venereal  diseases. 

Paragraph  79,  of  the  new  laws,  provides  for  the 
medical  examination,  hy  zvomen  physicians  of  the 
department  of  health,  of  all  females  conzhcted  of 
prostitution,  or  soliciting,  and  the  commitment  of 
prisoners  of  this  class,  who  may  be  found  to  be  af- 
flicted “with  any  venereal  disease,  which  is  conta- 
gious, infectious,  or  communicable,  to  a public  hos- 
pital having  a ward  or  wards  for  the  treatment  of 
the  disease  with  which  she  is  afflicted,  for  detention 
and  treatment  for  a minimum  period  fixed  by  him 
in  the  commitment  and  for  a maximum  period  of 
not  more  than  one  year;  provided,  that  in  case  a 
prisoner  so  committed  to  any  institution  shall  be 
cured  of  her  venereal  disease,  which  is  contagious, 
infectious,  or  communicable,  after  the  expiration  of 
the  minimum  period  and  before  the  maximum  pe- 
riod for  which  she  has  been  committed  to  such  in- 
stitution, she  shall  be  discharged  and  released  from 
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custody  upon  the  written  order  of  the  officer  in 
charge  of  the  institution  to  which  she  was  com- 
mitted, upon  the  certificate  of  a physician  of  such 
institution  or  of  the  department  of  health  that  the 
prisoner  is  free  of  any  venereal  disease  which  is 
contagious,  infectious,  or  communicable.  If,  how- 
ever, such  prisoner  shall  be  cured  prior  to  the  ex- 
piration of  the  minimum  period  for  which  she  was 
committed  she  shall  be  forthwith  transferred  to  the 
workhouse  and  discharged  at  the  expiration  of  said 
minimum  period,  etc.” 

So  reads  that  portion  of  the  law  which  has  been 
opposed  most  bitterly  by  the  upholders  of  the  rights 
of  the  individual,  as  against  the  rights  of  the  com- 
munity. 

The  question  of  the  legality  of  the  new  law  does 
not  come  within  the  scope  of  the  present  article. 
That  belongs  to  the  lawyers.  Its  advisability  from 
the  point  of  view  of  the  moralist  is  also  beyond  the 
scope  of  this  paper.  Whether  more  is  to  be  gained, 
for  the  good  of  the  community,  by  denying  the  ex- 
istence of  the  “social  evil,”  and  by  assuming  a 
hypocritical  air  of  being  more  moral  than  our 
neighbors,  than  by  frankly  admitting  its  existence 
and  the  growth  of  its  pernicious  influence  upon  the 
public  health,  and  by  an  attempt  to  limit, — even  if 
only  in  small  measure — the  spread  of  the  diseases 
resulting  therefrom,  is  a question  for  our  econom- 
ists. 

The  question  to  which  the  physician  must  address 
himself  primarily  is  the  question  of  health.  As  a 
physician,  therefore,  I shall  discuss  this  matter  sole- 
ly in  so  far  as  it  bears  upon  the  health  of  the  com- 
munity. 

Surely  no  good  can  come  to  the  community  from 
the  deliberate  distortions  of  facts  by  the  opponents 
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of  this  measure  and  their  supporters  in  the  shape 
of  certain  misinformed,  or  prejudiced  newspapers, 
concerning  the  “social  evil”  and  the  evils  which  fol- 
low in  its  train. 

With  the  object  in  view,  of  obtaining  accurate 
and  reliable  data  concerning  the  part  played  by  the 
public  prostitute,  in  the  spreading  of  venereal  dis- 
eases, in  this  city,  I have,  for  some  years  past,  kept 
records  of  the  sources  of  infection,  in  such  cases  as 
could  definitely  remember  the  source  of  the  infec- 
tion. How  great  a part  this  individual  plays,  may 
be  seen  from  a study  of  the  figures  contained  in 
this  article. 

With  regard  to  statistics  concerning  the  sources 
of  infection,  in  cases  of  venereal  disease,  it  may  be 
advanced  that  these  must  be  unreliable,  and,  there- 
fore, valueless. 

This  does  not  necessarily  follow.  The  female 
prostitute,  cohabiting  with  a number  of  men  in 
quick  succession,  cannot  trace  the  source  of  her  dis- 
ease. The  woman  who  has  intercourse  with  but 
one  man,  can  easily  do  so.  In  the  male,  it  is  pos- 
sible, in  by  far  the  large  majority  of  cases,  to  ac- 
curately fix  the  date  of  the  infection,  and  the  source. 
This  is  particularly  true  in  the  case  of  first  infec- 
tions. The  only  possible  value  of  such  statistics, 
which  I have  had  in  mind,  has  been  to  get  some 
idea  concerning  the  proportion  of  the  infections 
which  were  due  to  public  prostitutes.  Unfortunate- 
ly, my  dispensary  material  has  been  almost  exclu- 
sively confined  to  cases  of  gonorrhoea. 

The  private  patients  have,  with  but  isolated  ex- 
ceptions, all  belonged  to  the  educated,  and  better 
situated  classes.  The  dispensary  material  has  been 
obtained  from  three  different  localities,  in  this  city, 
all  of  them  widely  separated. 
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SOURCES  OF  INFECTION. 


In  1,429  cases  of  gonorrhoea,  in  which  the  diag- 
nosis was  based  upon  the  finding  of  the  gonococcus. 


First 

Later 

infection 

infection 

Total 

Puella  publica  (street) 

...  213 

273 

486 

Puella  publica  (brothel) 

, , , . 166 

273 

439 

Puella  publica  (kept) 

9 

52 

61 

Puella  publica  (unclassified) 

6 

18 

24 

Puella  publica  (“friend”) 

...  20 

22 

42 

Puella  publica  (“mistress**) 

...  4 

4 

Wives  (who  infected  their  own  husbands) . 20 

25 

45 

Married  women  and  widows 

6 

38 

44 

Divorcees  

...  I 

8 

9 

Fiancee  

...  I 

, , 

I 

Working  women  and  servants 

70 

166 

236 

“Res)>ectable**  (living  with  parents).... 

7 

25 

32 

School  girl  

...  2 

I 

3 

Sexual  perversions  

...  2 

1 

3 

527 

902 

1,429 

CASES  TREATED  IN 

PRIVATE, 

To  September  i. 

1910. 

First 

Later 

infection  infection  Total 


Puella  publica  (street) 30  69  99 

Puella  publica  (brothel) 42  149  191 

Puella  publica  (‘‘kept”) 8 48  56 

Puella  publica  (unclassified) 6 18  24 

Wives  (who  infected  their  husbands) 5 9 14 

Married  women  i 26  27 

Widows  (one  infected  a boy  of  eleven  years)  235 

Divorcees  i 8 9 

School  girl  (twelve  and  a half  years  old;  in- 
fected boy  of  same  age) i . . i 

“Respectable”  (living  with  parents) 4 22  26 

Working  women: 

Actress  3 53  56 

Servant  2 3 5 

Shop  girl  I 8 9 

Factory  girl  i . , i 

Stenographer  i 6 7 

Hair  dresser  i . . i 

Manicure  3 3 

Authoress  2 2 

Trained  Nurse  * ,,  7 7 

Buyer  4 4 

Private  secretary  . , 2 2 

Goak  model  3 3 

Artists*  model  2 2 

Milliner  5 5 

Seamstress  3 3 

Business  woman  i *i 

Cashier  i i 

Companion  i i 

Waitress  i i 

Unclassified  7 9 16 


116  462  578 
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CASES  TREATED  IN  THE  GERMAN  HOSPITAL  DISPENSARY 

At  its  old  location.  Second  avenue,  between  Eighth  and  Ninth 
streets  to  March  31,  1906  (Class  of  Dr.  Bierhoff). 

First  Later 
infection,  infection  Total 

Puella  publica  (street) 

Puella  publica  (brothel).. 

Wives  (who  infected  their  own  husbands) . 

Married  women  and  widows 

Working  women: 

Servant  

Waitresses  and  barmaids 

Unclassified  

School  girl  (fourteen  years,  infected  boy  of 

twelve)  

Paederast  (infected  boy  of  sixteen  and  a 
half)  


CASES  IN  THE  GERMAN  HOSPITAL  DISPENSARY. 

New  location.  Park  avenue  and  Seventy-sixth  street,  from  March 
18,  1907,  to  December  31,  1909. 

First  Later 
infection  infection  Total 


Puella  publica  (street) 

Puella  publica  (brothel)  . . . 
Puella  publica  (kept)...... 

Wives  (who  infected  their 
Married  women  

64 

own  husbands) . 3 

I 

73 

54 

4 

3 

I 

145 
1 18 

5 

6 
2 

I 

“Respectable**  (living  with  parents) i 

. . 

1 

Working  women: 

Servant  

8 

21 

Housekeeper  

I 

I 

Janitress  

1 

2 

Dressmaker  

I 

3 

Saleswoman  

2 

4 

Milliner  

. . 

1 

Waitress  

• • 

1 

Barmaid  

• • 

I 

Factory  girl  

3 

5 

Unclassified  

2 

4 

168 

153 

321 

WEST  SIDE 

GERMAN  DISPENSARY. 

Class  of  Dr.  Bierhoff,  from 

January  i,  1908,  to  December  31, 

1909. 

First 

Later 

infection 

infection 

Total 

Puella  publica  (street)  . . . . 

70 

117 

Puella  publica  (brothel)  . . . 

10 

22 

“Friend**  

22 

42 

“Mistress**  

• « 

4 

Wives  (who  infected  their 

husbands) 4 

7 

II 

Married  women  

3 

4 

Widow  

I 

I 

64  61  125 

48  60  1 08 

8 6 14 

4 4 

3 3 

235 
5 5 10 

I ..  I 

I . . I 


129  142  271 
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School  girl  

Fiancee  !!!!!!!! 

“Respectable”  (living  with  parents) 2 

Working  women; 

Servant  1 1 

Shop  girl  8 

Factory  girl  i 

Chaperone  

Chorus  girl  * \ 

Stenographer  .'.**.*  i 

Paederasty  !.!!!!  1 

Coitus  per  os ! , . . . 


1 

3 

21 

4 


I 

I 

5 

32 

»2 

I 

1 

2 
1 
1 
1 


114  145  25Q 

Of  1,429  cases  of  gonorrhoea,  then,  in  which  the 
source  of  the  infection  was  definitely  known  to  the 
patients,  the  infections  from  women  who  might  be 
termed  “public  prostitutes,”  were  as  follows : 

Puella  publica  (street)  486 

Puella  publica  (brothel)  439 

Puella  publica  (“kept”;  infected  men  other  than 

their  lovers)  5i 

Puella  publica  (“friends,”  cohabiting  promis- 
cuously)   42 

Puella  publica  (“mistress.”  cohabiting  promis- 
cuously)   - 

Puella  publica  (unclassified) 24 


(74 — per  cent. ) 

Of  the  balance,  almost  all  might  be  termed 
“clandestine”  prostitutes. 

The  argument  might  be  advanced  that,  in  the 
case  of  patients  sutTering  with  an  infection  later 
than  the  first,  there  might  be  only  a recrudescence 
of  a fornier  infection.  Let  us,  therefore,  consider 
the  first  infections,  in  which  this  possibility  can  be 
excluded.  They  numbered  527. 

The  number  of  infections  from  prostitutes  was : 

Puella  publica  (street) 21? 

Puella  publica  (brothel) i **  166 

Puella  publica  (“kept”) * n 

Puella  publica  (“friend”) ’ 20 

Puella  publica  (“mistress”) .*  * ’ 4 

Puella  publica  (unclassified) !!!!!!!  6 


418  (79+  per  cent.) 

As  only  those  cases  in  which  gonococci  were 
found  by  the  microscope,  in  addition  to  the  usual 
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clinical  symptoms,  and  in  which  the  patient  could 
definitely  remember  the  source  and  date  of  the  in- 
fection, have  been  included  in  these  statistics,  they 
may  be  assumed  to  be  exact.  In  almost  every  in- 
stance the  case  has  come  under  my  own  observa- 
tion ; in  the  others  under  that  of  one  of  my  own 
assistants,  properly  equipped  to  make  an  exact  di- 
agnosis. 

In  the  first  category  of  prostitutes  we  included 
only  those  women  who  “picked  up”  the  men  on  the 
streets,  or  in  saloons,  dance  halls,  theatres,  and  the 
like,  and  took  them  to  their  rooms  or  to  places  of 
assignation.  In  the  second,  those  who  received 
visitors  in  brothels,  or  prostitution  apartments ; in 
the  third  and  fifth,  those  who,  while  ostensibly  the 
mistresses  of  certain  men,  received  the  visits  of 
other  men,  for  pay.  In  the  fourth,  those  who  were 
not  wholly  “kept”  by  the  men  in  question,  but  who 
accepted  money,  or  its  equivalent,  from  them.  In 
the  last,  those  of  whom  we  could  not  be  sure  as  to 
which  of  the  other  classes  they  belonged  in,  but 
who  accepted  money  for  the  act  of  coitus  with  a 
strange  man. 

If,  now,  we  consider  the  different  tables,  we  shall 
find  whether  or  not  there  is  a marked  difference  in 
the  percentage  of  the  infections  through  prostitutes, 
in  different  parts  of  the  city.  In  order  to  do  this, 
we  may  consider  only  the  figures  obtained  in  the 
different  dispensaries,  whose  material  was  drawn 
largely  from  the  locality  in  which  the  institution  is 
situated. 

Thus,  in  its  old  location,  at  Second  Avenue  and 
Eighth  Street,  the  German  Hospital  Dispensary 
drew  its  material,  in  the  main,  from  among  the 
Germans,  Russians,  and  Poles  of  that  district.  In 
its  present  location,  few  of  the  former  patients  seek 
it,  and  its  material  is  drawn,  in  the  main,  from 
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among  the  Germans,  Austrians,  Hungarians,  Bo- 
hemians, etc.,  of  the  upper  and  middle  East  Side. 
The  West  Side  German  Dispensary,  however,  is 
patronized  chiefly  by  the  whites  and  negroes  of  the 
middle  West  Side,  including  a part  of  the  “Tender- 
loin” district. 

Of  the  infections  among  the  cases  seen  in  the 
German  Hospital  Dispensary,  in  its  old  location, 
the  source  was; 


Puella  publica  (street)  in 125 

Puella  publica  (brothel)  in 108 


233  (86  per  cent.) 

In  the  new  location,  it  was: 

Puella  publica  (street)  in 145 

Puella  publica  (brothel)  in 118 

Puella  publica  (“kept”)  in 5 

268  (83-I- per  cent.) 

In  the  West  Side  German  Dispensary,  it  was: 

Puella  publica  (street)  in 117 

Puella  publica  (brothel)  in 22 


139  (53-f- percent) 

To  these  last,  however,  should  be  added: 

“Friends”  (who  infected  their  “lovers”)  in....  42 

“Mistresses”  (who  infected  their  “lovers”)  in.  4 

46 

139 


185  (71+ per  cent) 

In  the  patients  infected  by  prostitutes  seen  in  the 
writer’s  private  practice — most  of  whom  were  in- 
fected by  women  living  in  the  heart  of  the  city,  but 
particularly  in  the  “Tenderloin”  district — the  source 


of  infection  was: 

Puella  publica  (street) 99 

Puella  publica  (brothel) 191 

Puella  publica  (“kept”) 56 

Puella  publica  (unclassified).... 24 


If  to  these  we  add  the  prostitutes  who  pose  as 
actresses  


We  shall  have 


8 


370  (64+  per  cent.) 
42 

412  (71 -f- per  cent.) 
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To  recapitulate: 

Of  a total  of  1,429  cases  of  gonorrhoea,  the  in- 
fection was  by  public  prostitutes,  in 1,056  (74 — percent.) 

Of  a total  of  527  first  infections,  in 418  (79+  percent.) 

In  the  German  Hospital  Dispensary,  old  loca- 
tion, of  a total  of  271,  in 233  (86  per  cent.) 

In  the  same  institution,  in  the  new  location,  of 

a total  of  321,  in 286  (83-}-  percent.) 

In  the  West  Side  German  Dispensary,  of  a 

total  of  259,  in 185  (71 -f  per  cent.) 

These  percentages  differ  a little  from  those  in 
my  previous  tables  (published  in  the  Zeitschrift  fiir 
die  Bekdmpfung  der  Geschlechtskrankheiten) , 
which  decrease  I believe  to  be  due  to  the  fact  that, 
owing  to  greater  police  pressure,  of  late,  many  pros- 
titutes now  pose  as  working  women,  widows,  etc. 

It  is  also  of  interest  to  note  that,  while  the  ma- 
jority of  the  private  patients  who  were  infected  by 
public  prostitutes,  were  infected  in  brothels  (191 
out  of  370),  the  dispensary  patients  were,  in  the 
majority  of  cases  (387  out  of  686)  infected  by 
women  whom  they  had  “picked  up”  on  the  street. 

In  addition  to  the  cases  of  gonorrhoea  investi- 
gated, in  the  West  Side  German  Dispensary,  there 
were  fifty-two  cases  of  syphilis  treated  in  the  writ- 
er’s division.  In  these,  the  source  of  infection  was ; 


Puella  publica  (street),  in 30 

Puella  publica  (brothel),  in 3 

“Friend,”  in  i 

Wife,  in  i 

Working  woman: 

Servant,  in  2 

Factory  girl,  in  i 

Laundress,  in  1 

Chaperone,  in  1 

Unknown  source,  in  12 


52 

It  is  safe  to  assume  that  a large  part  of  the  last 
mentioned  “unknown”  class  were  prostitutes. 

Let  us,  now,  compare  the  statistics  published  in 
1866,  by  Fournier,  of  Paris,  with  those  which  I 
gathered  in  1899-1900,  from  among  the  patients  of 


Q 


Bierhoff:  Sources  of  Venereal  Infection. 


the  Allgemeine  Poliklinik,  in  Berlin,  and  those  pre- 
sented in  this  article : 


Fournier, 

Paris, 

1866 

Prostitutes,  public  12 

Prostitutes,  clandestine  44 

Mistresses,  actresses  138 


Working  women  

Servants  

Married  women  

Fiancees,  married  women, 

widows,  and  divorcees 

“Respectables”  

School  girls  


126 

41 

26 


387 


BierholT. 

Berlin, 

1899-1900 


26 

9 

10 


132 


Bierhoff, 
New  York, 
1910 

1,056 

Mistresses  4* 


Actresses 

236 

61* 

45* 

54 

32 

3 

1,426“ 


57^ 


^Under  prostitutes. 

*Under  working  women. 

•Classed  under  “working  women.” 

^Own  “wives.” 

“The  cases  due  to  sexual  perversions  are  not  here  included. 


It  will  be  seen,  at  a glance,  how  small  a role  the 
public  prostitute  plays,  in  Fournier’s  statistics,  as  a 
source  of  the  gonorrhoeal  infection,  when  compared 
with  those  obtained  by  me,  both  in  Berlin  and  New 
York.  Of  the  eighty-seven  public  prostitutes,  in 
Berlin,  who  were  the  source  of  the  infection,  it  may 
be  added  that  only  five  were  under  “control.” 

Are  we  not  justified,  then,  upon  the  basis  of  my 
statistics,  in  assuming  that  the  public  prostitute  is, 
in  this  city,  by  far  the  most  prolific  disseminator  of 
venereal  disease? 

10  West  Sixty-first  Street. 
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